jOS T Is Facing 
Activists'" Fight 
Fiver Snuff Ads 

By Christopher Lawton 


Tobacco-control activists are moving: 
to stymie UST Inc.'s efforts to advertise 
that moist smokeless tobacco, commonly 
: called snuff. Is safer than cigarettes. 

In February, UST asked the Federal 
Trade Commission, the federal advertising 
watchdog, for permission to claim that us¬ 
ing smokeless tobacco constitutes less.of a 
health risk than smoking cigarettes. The 
company hasn’t yet received a response. 

Antitobacco groups are working to 
block approval because they say such as¬ 
sertions could encourage young people to 
use smokeless tobacco and. later, ciga¬ 
rettes. Advocates also worry that FTC 
approval of a relative-risk claim would 
establish a dangerous precedent. 

“It wQuld open the bam door for ciga¬ 
rette companies to make claims about mod- 
IHed products,” said Gregory Connolly, di¬ 
rector of the Massachusetts health depart¬ 
ment’s tobacco-control program. For ex¬ 
ample, cigarette makers could get permis¬ 
sion to present their products as having 
lower levels of toxins. 

Rep. Henry Waxman tD., Cahf.), and 
Sen. Richaixl Durbin <D., 111.) have writ¬ 
ten a letter to the FTC asking the agency 
to deny UST’s request. The letter points 
to a Massachusetts health department 
study that examines UST’s advertising 
in magazines with a substantial youth 
readership. The letter also cites studies 
that have looked at smokeless tobacco as 
a gateway product to cigarettes. 

Rep. Waxman and Sen. Durbin bave 
sent a second letter to the national associ¬ 
ation Of state attorneys general, urging 
the organization to investigate whether 
UST’s ad practices violate a 1998 legal 
settlement between the company and 
state governments, which bars UST from 
"targeting youth" with its marketing, 

Ridiard VerhelJ, general counsel of 
UST, Greenwich, Conn., said: "We be¬ 
lieve that we are completely In compli¬ 
ance" with the settlement agreement. 

Mr. Verhelj added that tobacco-con¬ 
trol activists are trying to divert atten¬ 
tion from what he said is the critical is- 
■ sue. “The crux of the debate here is. 
should llnforniatlon about health risks! 
be communicated or should it be sup¬ 
pressed,” he said. He said UST Is seeking 
.guidance from the FTC about where and 
r'iiow it can communicate with adult smok- 
l^rs about their choices. 

-Sedtt Tcmnar, an associate professor at 
nthe University of Florida College of Den- 
□istry, Gainesville, conducted two of the 
■311111163 cited by Rep. Waxman and Sen. 
»Durbin. The first followed males 12 to 17 
years old during a four-year period and 
efound that teens who used smokeless to- 
riiacco were more than three times as likely 
s-Uxend up smoking cigarettes as those who 
-didn’t dip snuff. The second study con- 
;■ eluded that while some adult men may use 
^jsnufTfo help quit smoking, it Is far more 
■‘ - likely that tliey will take the leap from dip¬ 
ping snuff to smoking cigarettes. 

Mr. VerheiJ disputed assertions that 
smokeless tobacco serves as a “gateway" 
to cigarette use, citing studies that ques¬ 
tion that notion, 

TJie Massachusetts health depart¬ 
ment study released last month found 
that UST, the maker of Skoal and Copen¬ 
hagen, advertises heavily in magazines 
where people under the age of 18 com¬ 
prise at least 15% of the total readership. 
Mr. Verhelj said at least 90% of the sub- 
scribers in most publications where UST 
I advertises are more than 18 years old. 
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